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IN THE PAST, the social work profes-
sion has failed to serve effectively an
important segment of the population
—the Native Americans. Although so-
cial workers are in sympathy with the
social problems and injustices long as-
sociated wtih the Native American
people, they have been unable to assist
them with their problems. This lack of
success on the part of social workers
can be attributed to a muititude of
reasons but it stems, in general, from
the following: (1) lack of understand-
ing of the Native American culture,
(2) retention of stercotyped images of
Native Americans, (3} use of stan-
dard techniques and approaches.
Currently, the majority of social
workers attempting to treat Native
Americans are whites who have never
been exposed to their clients’ culture.
Even when the social worker is a Na-
tive American, if his education and
training have been in an environment
that has compietely neglected the Na-
tive American culture, there is still the
possibility that he has drifted away
from his people’s thinking Social
workess with no understanding of the
culture may have little or no sym-
pathy for their Native American cli-
ents who fail to respond quickly to
treatment.
Furthermore, Native Americans con-
tinue to be stereotyped by the current
news media and cften by the educa-
tional system. In all likelihood, the
social worker will rely on these mis-
taken stercotypes rather than on facts.
As Deloria explained, “People can tell
just by looking st us what we want,
what should be done to help us. how
we feel, and what a ‘real’ Indian s
like." 1 If a worker wishes to make
progress in helping a Native Ameri-
can, he must begin by learmning the
facts and discarding stereotypes.
The ineffectiveners of social work-
ers in dealing with Native Americans
can often be attributed directly to the
methods and techniques they use.
Naturally, isl workers must work
with the tools have acquired, but
these mav have a" detrimental effect
on a Native Americart. For example.
the coocept of “social work interven-
tion™ may be consistent with much of
the white man's culture, but it dia-

metrically opposes the Native Ameri-
can’s cultural concept of noninterfer-
ence.® There is a great need for social
workers to examine carefully those
techniques they plan to use in treating
their Native American clients. If the
worker discovers any that might be in
conflict with the cultural concepts of
the Native American, he should search
carefully for an alternative approach.
To do this, of course, the social worker
must be aware of common Native
American cultural traits.

Although there is po monolithic
Native Amecrican culture—because
cach tribe’s culture is unique to that
individual tribe, and no social worker
could be expected to be familiar with
the cultures of some two hundred
tribes—the worker should familiarize
himself with those customs that are
generally characteristic of all Native
Americans. Only after a worker has
gained at least an elementary knowl-
edee of Native American customs and
culture can he proceed to evaluate the
various approaches and techniques
and chcose the most effective ones.

NATIVE AMERICAN TRAITS

The. concept of sharing is deeply in-
grained among Native Americans who
bold it in greair csteem than the
white American ethic of szving. Since
ooe’s worth is measured by ooe's will-
ingness and ability to share, the ac-
cumulation of material goods for so-
cial status is alien to the Native
American. Sharing, therefore, is
neither a superimposed vor an artificial
value, but a genuine and routine way
of life. )

In contrast to the general belief that
they have no concept of time, Native
They deal, however, with natural
phesomena—mornings, days, nights,
months (in terms of moous), and
years (in terms of seasons or winters).®
If a Native American is on his way to
a meeting or appointment and meets
a friend, that conversation will patur-
ally take precedence over being punc-
tual for the appointment. In kis cui-
ture, sharing is more important than
punctuality.

Nsture is the Native American's
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school, and he is taught to endure all
natural happenings that he will en-
counter during his life. He learns as
well to be an independent individual
who respects others. The Native
American believes that to attain ma-
turity—which is learning to live with
life, its evil as well as its good—one
must face genuine suffering. The re-
silience of the Native American way
of life is attested to by the fact that
the culture has survived and continues

to flourish despite the intense on-

slaught of the white man.

One of the strongest criticisms of
the Native American has been that he
is pessimistic; he is presented as down-
trodden, low-spirited, unhappy, and
without hope for the future. However,
as one looks deeper into his personal-
ity, another perspective is visible. In
the midst of abject poverty comes “the
courage to be"—to face life as it is,
while maintaining a tremendous sense
of humor.* There cxists a thin liie
between pathos and humor.

The Native American realizes that
the world is made up of both good and
bad. There arc always some people or
things that are bad and deceitful. He
believes, however, that in the end good
people will triumph just because they
are good. This belief is seen repeatedly
in Native American folktales about
ktomi the spider. He is the tricky
fellow who is out to fool, cheat, and
take advantage of good people. But
Iktomi usually loses in the end. reflect-
ing the Native American view that the
good person succeeds while the bad
person loses.$ Therefore, the pessi-
mism of Native Americans should in-
stesd be regarded as “optimistic
toughness.”

Those who are unfamiliar with the
culture might mistakenly interpret the
quict Native American 23 being stoi-
cal. unemotional. and vulperable. He
is alone. not oniy to others but also
to himself. He controls his emotions.
allowing himself no passionate out-
bursts over small matters. His habitual
mien is one of poise, seifcontainment,
and aloofness. which may result from
e fear and mistrust of non-Native
Americans. Anotber facet of Native
American thought is the belief that no
mstter where any individual stands, be

is an integral part of the universe.
Because every person is fulfilling a
purpose, no one should have the power
1o impose values. For this reason, cach
man is to be respected. and he can
expect the same respect and reverence
from others. Hence, the security of
this inner fulfillment provides him
with an essential serenity that is often
mistaken for stoicism.

Native American patience, however,
can casily be mistaken for inactivity.
For instance, the Kiowa, like other
Native American tribes, teach their
young people to be patient. Today.
when the young Native American has
to go out and compete in another so-
cietv, this quality is often interpreted
as laziness. The white man's world is
a competitive, aggressive society that
bypasses the patient man who stands
back and lets the next person go first

The foregoing are only a few of the
cultural traits that are common to
mest Native American tribes. but they
reoresent  important  characteristics
about which the effective social worker
must be informed. The concepts of
sharing. of time., acceptance of suffer-
ine. and optimism differ significantly
from the white mzn’s concepts. In
dealing with a Native American client.
the social worker must realize this and
proceed accordingly. He must be fa-
miliar with the Native American view
that good will triumph over evil and
must recogize that Native Americans
are taueht 1o be patient and respect-
ful. If the worker fails to do this, he
is liable to mike false assumptions,
thus weakening his ability to serve his
client effectively.

CLIENT-WORKER RELATIONS

A social worker’s ability to establish
3 working relationship with a Native
American will depend on his genuine
respect for his client's cultural back-
ground and attributes. A worker
should pever think that the Mative
American is primitive or that his cul-
In the beginniny, the Native Ameri-
can client might distrust the worker
who is from a different ‘race and cul-
ture. He might cven view the worker
uananeo(auhaity.mduwda.

the representative of a coercive institu-
tion. It is unlikely that he will be im-
pressed with the worker's educational
degrees or his professional title. How-
ever, this uncompromising attitude
should not be interpreted as pugna-
city. On the contrary, the Native
American is gregarious and benevo-
lent. His willingness and capacity to
share depend on mutual consideration,
respect, and noncoercion

Because their culture strongly op-
poses and precludes interference with
another’s affairs, Native Americans
have tended to regard social work in-
tervention with disfavor. Social work-
ers usually are forced to use culturally
biased techniques and skills that are
insensitive to the Native American
culture and, therefore, are either detri-
mental to these clients or, at best,
ineffective.

In an cffort to communicate more
fully, a social worker is likely tc seat
himself facing the client, look him
straight in the eye, and insist that the
client do likewise. A Native American
comsiders such  behavior—covert or
overt—to be rude and intimidating:
contrary to the white man, he shows
respect by not staring directly at
others. Similarly, a worker who is ex-
cessively concerned  with facilitating
the display of inner feclings on the
part of the client should be aware of
another trait. A Native American cli-
ent will not immediately wish to dis-
cuss other members of his family or
talk about topics that he finds sensitive
or distressing. Before arriving at his
immediate concern (the real reason
he came to the worker in the first
place). the client—particularly tie
Native American—will test the worker
by bringing up peripberal matters. He
does this in the hope of getting a
better picture of how sincere. inter-
ested. and trustworthy the worker ac-
tually ix. If the worker impatiently
confronts the ciient with accusations.
the client will be “turned off.™

Techniques of communication that
focus on the client—ihat is, tech-
niques based on restating. clarifying.
summarizinz. reflecting. and empath-
izing—may help a worker reiate o
the client who sometimes needs a new
perspective to resolve ki problem. It
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is important that the worker provide
him with such information but not
coerce him to accept it. The worker’s
advice should be objective and flexible
enough so that its adoption does not
become the central issue of a particu-

For the Native American, personal
matters and emotional breakdown are
traditionally handled within the family
or extended family system. For this
reason, the client will not wish to
“burden” the worker with detailed
personal information. If the client is
estranged from his family and cul-
tural group, he may indirectly share
such personal information with the
worker. To determine the appropriate
techniques for helping a Native Amer-
jcan client deal with personal and
psychological problems, the worker
should carefully observe the client’s
cultural framework and his degree of
defensiveness. The techniques of con-
frontation traditionally associated with
the psychoanalytic approach and the
introspective and integrative tech-
niques used by the transactional ana-
lysts tend to disregard differences in
culture and background between 2
client and worker.

FAMILY COUNSELING

in view of the close-knit family struc-
ture of MNative Americans, along with
the cultural emphasis to keep family
matters inside the family, it is doubt-
ful that many social workers will have
the opportunity to render family
comndingscrvica.lntbccvcntthn
a Native American family does seck
the worker'’s help, the family worker
should be reminded that his traditional
. role of active and manipulative go-
between must be tempered so that
family members can deal with their
problmnthdrownpaec.‘ Equally
important is the worker’s swareness
of and respect for the resilience of Na-
tive American families, bolstered in
crisis by the extended family system.
The example of the Redthunder fam-
ity serves as illustration.

peighborbood, she volunteered to trans-
pontbechﬂdrtnlnckmdfonhto
school. Through this regular but in-
formal unnz:mcut.tbewortztbe—
czmcaoqmin(edwi!.hthemtinefam—
ily,espednﬂywithbﬁs.kadthmdcr
who expressed ber grafitnde to the
worker by sharing ber homegrown

The Littleaxe family, who were mu-
tmal friends of the worker and the
Redthunder family, agreed o take
thunders more often. Through soch
Mr. Redthunder finally obtained a job.

cans traditicnally favor nonminterfer-
ence, the social worker will not find it
feasible to assume the active manipu-
lative role that be might in working
with white mi families. The
innovative approaches to family coun-
famﬂyna-whandmsum‘tiv:and
nsponivewtbewnnnlod:nnﬁou
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GROUP WORK

Groups should be a patural and effec-
tive medium for Native Americans
who csteem the concept of sharing and
apply it in their daily lives- Tarough
the group process, members can share
their joy, intimacy, problems, and sor-
rows, and find 2 means of improving
their lives. Today’s socicty tends to
foster alienation, anomie, di

chisement, dissociation, loneliness, and
schizoid coolness.? People wish for in-
ﬁmacybuta!thcsametimefcarit.’
The new humanistic approaches to
coupseling and psychotherapy have
developed a wide variety of powerful
techmiques for facilitating human
growth, self-discovery, and interper-
sonal relations1® The effectiveness of
these approaches in cutting through
resistance, breaking down defenses,
relcasing creative forces, and promot-
ing the healing process has been am-
ply demonstrated. However, such ap-
proaches are highly insensitive to the
cultoral orientation of Native Ameri-
cans. These people consider such
group behavior to be false: it looks
and sounds real but Jacks genuineness,
depth. and real commitment.

As the worker uses his skills in
forming the group, diagnosing the
problems, and facilitating group goals,
he may inevitably retain certain ele-
ments of manipulatioa. However, if be
is committed to recognizing individual
potential and to capitalizing on the
group model of mutual assistance, he
should come close to meeting the
needs of Native Americans who value
respect and consideration for oneself
as weil as for others.1!

To avoid manipulation and coer-
cion, a group worker needs to utilize

members. Thus the worker may act
upoa and through the group as a me-
diating strocture, or through program
activities, for the benefit of his cli-
ents 12 The success of the worker’s in-
fluences and activities is related to his
knowledge and scceptance of Native
Ametican culture, its formal and in-
formal systems and porms.
Regardless of wixiber the purpose
of the group is for cffectng interper-
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sonal change or social action, such
Native American virtues as mutual
respect and consideration should be
the essential components of the group
process. Using the group to pressure
members who are late or silent will
not only jeopardize and shorten the
group's existence, but will cause alien-
ation and withdrawal from future
group activities.

In view of the vast cultural differ-
ence between Native Americans and
other ethnic groups. especially whites,
it is doubtful that a heterogencous
grouping of members will produce
good resuits. Similarly, group activi-
ties that are action oriented may be
contradictory to Native Americans
who view the compulsion to reducc
or ignore suffering as immaturity.

COMMUNITY WORK

Because of the Native Americans’ ex-
perience of oppression and exploita-
tion—along with their emphasis on
noninterference and resolute accep-
tance of suffering—it is doubtful that
a <ocial worker, regardless of his ra-
cial identity, could bring about any
major change in community policics
and programs. The only exception
might be the social worker who ts ac-
cepted and “adopted™ by the commu-
nity and who agrees to confine him-
self to the cxisting system and norms.
A worker's adoption by the Native
American community will depend on
his sincerity, respect, and genuine con-
cern for the people. This concern can
best be displayed through patience in
daily contact with the community as
well as through his efforts to find posi-
tive solutions to problems.

A worker who uses the strategy of
trying to resolve conflict as 2 means
of bringing about social change will
undoubtedly encountes native resis-
tance and rejection. On the other
hand, a worker who shows respect for
the system, values, and norms of the
Native American cventually places
hirm!finapositionofmmdaedi-
bility. Only through mutual respect,
and not through his professional title
and scademic degree. can the worker
produce meaningful social change.

Obviotnly, social work with Native

s

Americans requires a new oricatation
and focus on attitudes and approaches.
The term Native Amecrican encom-
passes many tribes, and within these
there are intratribal differences; fur-
thermore. individuals within cach sub-
tribe may react differently to problems
or crises. Therefore, it is impossible
for a social worker always to know
precisely how to respond to a Native
American client or group. The worker
must be willing to admit his limita-
tions, to listen carefully, to be less
ready to draw conclusions, and to an-
ticipate that his presuppositions will
be corrected by the client. The worker
must genuinely want to know what
the problem or the situation is and be
receptive to being taught. Such an un-
assuming and unobtrusive humanistic
attitude is the key to working with Na-
tive American people.

The social worker who can deal
most effectively with Native Ameri-
cans will be genuine, respectful of
their culture, and empathic with the
welfare of the people. By no means
does the Native American social
worker have a2 monopoly o this type
of attitude. In fact. the Native Ameri-
can social worker who has assimilated
the white man’'s culture to the extent
that he no longer values his own cul-
ture could do more harm than good.

Recognizing the distinct cultural
differences of the Native American
people, those who plan social work
curricula and training programs must
expand them to include specific prep-
aration for workers who will be deal-
ing with Native American clients.
Literature on the subject is zimost
nonexistent, and researchers aud edu-
cators would do well to devotz more
study to how social workers can serve
Niative Americans. More Native
Americans should be recruited as stu-
dents, faculty. and practitioners in the
field of social work. All persons, re-

acquiring knowledge that is rcievant
1o the Native American culture so that
he is capable of providing this effective
treatment. A joint effort on the part of
all those involved is required to give
the service to Native Americars that
they justly deserve.
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